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R e t h i n k i n g  S h y l o c k ' s  T r a g e d y :
R a d f o r d ' s  C r i t i q u e  o f  A n t i - S e m e t i s m
i n  T h e  M e r c h a n t  o f  V e n i c e
F r a n k  P .  R i g a
Although  The  M erchant of  Venice  has been  one of S hakespeare 's  m ost 
p e rfo rm ed  p lays, u n til 2004, it h a d  nev er b een  m a d e  in to  a m ajo r film  fea tu re  
d u rin g  th e  so u n d  era. In  fact, as la te  as 2002, C harles E delm an  could  assert, 
"g iven  th e  sensitiv ity  of th e  p la y 's  subject m a tte r , it is v e ry  un lik e ly  th a t one w ill 
ever be  m ad e"  (Shakespeare, M erchant 86). So th e  film  d irec ted  b y  M ichael 
R adfo rd , in  d ea ling  w ith  " th e  sensitiv ity  of th e  p la y 's  subject m a tte r ,"  w as faced 
w ith  a n u m b er of d ifficulties for bo th  d irec to r a n d  actors. R ad fo rd  reso lves these 
d ifficulties b y  ass im ila ting  in to  h is  film  a n u m b er of sep a ra te  fea tu res  th a t have  
ap p e a re d  d u rin g  th e  p la y 's  social an d  perfo rm ance  h is to ry . T he s tren g th  of 
R ad fo rd 's  film , an d  th u s  of its d irector, is th e  jo in ing  of these  separa te  fea tu res 
in to  a coherent, satisfy ing  w hole. In  o rd e r to achieve th is un ity , how ever, h e  h a d  
b o th  to  am p lify  an d  to  m o d ify  w h a t cam e before.
T he m o s t con ten tious p ro b lem  of th e  p lay , an d  th e  key  issue of 
R ad fo rd 's  film , is th e  p ercep tion  of its anti-Sem itism . H a ro ld  B loom  h as  p u t the 
case forcibly an d  unam b ig u o u sly : "O ne w o u ld  h av e  to  be b lind , deaf, an d  d um b  
n o t to  recogn ize  th a t S h akespeare 's  g ran d , equ ivocal com edy  The M erchant of 
Venice is nevertheless a p ro fo u n d ly  anti-Sem itic w o rk "  (171). R ad fo rd  has 
re sp o n d ed  to  th is p ercep tion  of th e  p lay  b y  m ak in g  a critical exp lo ra tion  of an ti­
Sem itism  cen tral to  h is  in te rp re ta tio n . A nti-Sem itism , as R ad fo rd  dem onstra tes, 
p e rv ad es  the  social fabric of R enaissance Venice, an d  th u s  of th e  lives of all of the 
characters. H e  estab lishes h is  critical ap p ro ach  a t th e  o p en in g  of th e  film  b y  
crea ting  a back  story, d eve loped  in  a m o n tag e  of in te rcu t film  im ages and  
ex p lan a to ry  text. H e  is th u s  able to  reveal h o w  an ti-S em itism  dam ag es bo th  
v ictim s an d  victim izers, th ereb y  u n d e rm in in g  th e  likelihood  of a com ic 
reso lu tion  to  th e  p la y 's  conflicts.
By u n d e rm in in g  a com ic reso lu tion , R ad fo rd 's  film  d isposes of ano ther 
of th e  p la y 's  difficulties, th e  am b ig u ity  of its genre, i.e. is it a com edy, as its 
p lacem en t in  the  First Folio w o u ld  insist, o r is it tragic, as th e  situa tion  of Shylock 
could  ind icate? T he p ro b lem  of gen re  is c learly  illu s tra ted  in  a q u o ta tion  from  a 
com m on S h akespearean  source book, R uss M cD onald 's  The Bedford Companion to 
Shakespeare:
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The Merchant of Venice is probably the m ost illustrative exam ple of the high 
cost of comic resolution. The lovers' gathering at Belmont in  act 5, m usical 
and  joyous though  it m ay  be, is overshadow ed by their intolerable 
treatm ent of Shylock in  the trial scene (4.1). The m ovem ent tow ard  
assim ilation that norm ally unites the cast in the last m om ents is not strong 
enough to include Shylock, w ho is stripped of his w ealth, his daughter, 
and  his religion and  w ho leaves the stage for the last tim e in  act 4. 
A lthough the m erchant Antonio is p resent for the festivities in  the last act, 
he has no partner and  m ust go hom e alone. (97)
T he "h ig h  cost of com ic reso lu tio n "  is m a d e  m ore  p rob lem atic  b y  th e  em ergence 
of a sy m pathe tic  Shylock early  in  th e  19th cen tury , since h is  fate h a s  been  
connected  closely to  the  question  of genre. T he film , then , h a s  h a d  to  reconcile 
th e  d ire  fa te  of the  best-k n o w n  character, Shylock, a n d  th e  rom an tic  conclusion 
of th e  o th er characters, an d  especially  th a t of the  o th er w ell-k n o w n  character, 
P ortia . T he d ifficu lty  of ach iev ing  th is un ity , as H a ro ld  Bloom  po in ts  out, is " th a t 
P ortia  w o u ld  cease to be sym pathe tic  if Shylock w ere  a llow ed  to  be a figu re  of 
ove rw h e lm in g  pa th o s"  (171).
Both of these  questions, an ti-Sem itism  a n d  genre, h av e  b een  ad d ressed  
in  th e  p la y 's  perfo rm ance  h isto ry , a n d  several of these  h is to ric  d eve lopm en ts  
h av e  para lle ls  in  R ad fo rd 's  film .1 T he first, a n d  m o s t obvious, is the  sh ap in g  of 
Shylock as a sym pathetic , a n d  finally , as a trag ic  figure. T he second  is the 
a p p a ren tly  h a rm less  d ev e lo p m en t of spectacle, i.e. th e  increasing  in te rest and  
insistence on an au th en tic  V enetian  setting , tru e  to th e  16th cen tu ry  h isto ric  
period . F rom  th is developm ent, R ad fo rd  accepts a n d  am plifies, n o t m ere ly  
au then tic  p rops , th e  m ise-en-scene, b u t a m ore  de ta iled  social an d  political 
s itua tion  of Jew s liv ing  in  16th cen tu ry  Venice. T he th ird , a la te  d ev e lo p m en t in 
th e  acting  h is to ry , is th e  dep ic tion  of th e  fr ien d sh ip  be tw een  B assanio an d  
A nton io  as hom oero tic . T his them e p laces a con tinuous tension , an d  danger, on 
th e  rom an tic  reso lu tion . A n d  last, th e  tre a tm en t of Jew s an d  hom osexua ls tu rn s  
B elm ont in to  som eth ing  less th a n  an  ideal, fa iry-ta le  w o rld .1 2 T his ideal h av en  h as
1 The references throughout the essay to examples in the performance history are only 
meant to be illustrative, as a w ay to help place Radford's accomplishment. For careful and 
thorough examinations of the play's performance history, see Toby Lelyveld's Shylock on 
the Stage, James C. Bulman's The Merchant of Venice: Shakespeare in Performance, John Gross's 
Shylock: A  Legend and Its Legacy, Jay L. Halio's introduction to the Oxford edition of the 
play, and especially Charles Edelman's introduction and notes to the Cambridge edition of 
the play.
2 A representative example of this view of Belmont as an ideal is given by David Bevington 
in  his head note to the play:
Belmont, to which the various happy lovers and their friends eventually retire, is a
place of magic and love. As its name implies, it is on a mountain, and it is reached
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by a journey across water. It is pure, serene, ethereal. As often happens in fairy 
stories, on this mountain dwells a princess who must be won by means of a riddling 
contest. (Shakespeare, Complete Works 178)
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often  been  recogn ized  as an  u n sa tisfac to ry  p lace to  en d  th e  action, since th e  u su a l 
p a tte rn  for th e  com edies is for the  characters to re tu rn  to  th e  qu o tid ian  w o rld  
after th ey  w o rk  o u t th e ir conflicts in  th e  A then ian  w ood  or th e  Forest of A rd en  or 
P ro sp e ro 's  is land . R ad fo rd  u se s  th e  rin g  ep isode , n o w  ex p an d ed  to  inc lude  
Jessica, as a w ay  to  res ta te  all of th e  o u ts tan d in g  tensions, i.e. th e  hom oero tic  
them e, Shylock 's excessive p u n ish m en t, Jessica 's d esertion  of h e r  father, an d  the 
d isen ch an tm en t of B elm ont. T he u se  of cam era im ages a t th e  en d  of the  film  then  
allow s R ad fo rd  to  su m m arize  a n d  com m ent on  these  trag ic  them es.
A s an  experienced  film  m aker, R ad fo rd  h a s  rep laced  m a n y  of th e  p lay 's  
lingu istic  functions w ith  film  im ag ery  an d  techn iques. A s a m o d es t estim ate, at 
least h a lf  of S h akespeare 's  w o rd s  in  th e  s ta n d a rd  tex t h ave  been  cu t from  the 
film . T he cuts serve a t least tw o  p u rposes. F irst, for th e  film  m e d iu m  itself, 
w o rk in g  as it does from  im age, few er w o rd s  are  necessary  th a n  in  live theater. 
Second, for th e  d irec to r 's  in te rp re ta tio n  an d  in  keep in g  w ith  a long  trad itio n  of 
Shakespeare  p rod u c tio n , certa in  cuts a llow  for a p a rticu la r slan t in  the 
d ev e lo p m en t of character an d  plo t. R ad fo rd  u ses im age to  rep lace  d iscu rsive  and  
descrip tive  passages an d  to  g ive a g rea te r sense of rea lity  to  theatrica l illusion. 
T he ra p id ity  of h is  scene shifts re ta in s  a f lu id ity  analogous to  th a t of E lizabethan  
d ram atu rg y , an d  h is  p ic to ria l qualities m irro r those  of R enaissance pa in ting . H is 
sk illed  u se  of cam era techn iques such  as cross-cu tting  an d  close-ups allow s for 
w o rd less  character d ev e lo p m en t an d  for an  em p h asis  on  facial expressions th a t 
reveal the  em otional reactions of th e  characters.
Fo llow ing  th e  theatrica l trad itio n  estab lished  in  th e  19th century , 
R ad fo rd  h a s  m a d e  a choice to  in te rp re t th e  p la y  m a in ly  for its trag ic  po ten tia l, 
u s in g  an ti-Sem itism  as the  context a n d  situa tion  o u t of w h ich  the  trag ed y  w ill 
grow . A n d  w hile  Shylock is saved  from  b e in g  a stereo typ ical, Jew ish  stage 
v illain , th e  d a rk e r com plexities of th e  o ther characters, in c lu d in g  A ntonio, 
B assanio, Jessica, an d  P ortia , are exp lo red  before  the  film  resolves itself in  a less 
th a n  com ic reconciliation . B elm ont is sh o w n  to be of a p iece w ith  Venice, since 
th e  e thos of b o th  is too n a rro w  to accom m odate  th e  value  an d  d ig n ity  of all of 
th e ir inhab itan ts.
Historical and Cultural Accuracy
R esearch  in  the  creation  of au then tic  stage settings led  to  a g ro w in g  
aw areness of the  tre a tm en t of Jew s in  R enaissance Venice, a d ev e lopm en t 
reflected  in  R ad fo rd 's  film . A s early  as 1741, w h en  C harles M acklin  re in tro d u ced  
S h akespeare 's  au then tic  tex t of th e  Merchant, h e  also inco rp o ra ted  au then tic  
p e rio d  item s for th e  p ro d u c tio n . In  h is  research , for exam ple, h e  d iscovered  th a t
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Jew s in R enaissance Venice h a d  to  iden tify  them selves b y  w earin g  re d  hats . H is 
research  in to  h is to ric  au th en tic ity  w as to  h ave  a con tinuous in fluence  on  fu tu re  
p ro duc tions. In  1858, C harles K ean  staged  an  e labora te  version  of the  M erchant in  
w h ich  " th e  se tting  a ttem p ted  to  re-crea te  a p ic tu re  of V enetian  life" (C am pbell 
526). H is  fash ion ing  of th e  R ialto  w as h ig h ly  p ra ised  b y  h is  con tem poraries fo r its 
rem arkab le  fide lity  to  th e  orig inal. The costum es, as K ean  no tes in  th e  preface  to 
h is  1858 ed ition  of the  p lay , w ere  m o d e led  on  la te  16th cen tu ry  Ita lian  fash ions as 
illu s tra ted  in  C aesar V ecellio 's 1590 book, Degli habiti antichi e moderni di diverse 
parti del mondo (H alio  67). W hen  M arie  a n d  Squire B ancroft p ro d u c e d  the ir 
version  of th e  p la y  in  1875, " th e  scenery  w as selected  from  v iew s s tu d ied  in 
Venice the  p rev io u s year"  (C am pbell 526). T he B ancrofts took  special p a in s  to 
rep ro d u ce  specific locales, such  as th e  Sala de lla  Bussola.
In  h is  th o ro u g h -g o in g  a ttem p t to  stage th e  p lay  in  a fu lly  rea lized  
V enetian  setting , H e n ry  Irv in g  p ro d u ced , in  1879, a version  th a t w as the 
cu lm ination  of th is en th u s ia sm  for h is to ric  au then tic ity . H is  sets w ere  
construc ted  in  m in u te  p e rio d  deta il a n d  h is costum es rep ro d u ced  the  e laborate  
richness of R enaissance pa in ting . A s Jam es B ulm an observes, Irv in g 's  Merchant, 
" in  its quest for h is to rica l verisim ilitude ,"  ep itom izes "V ictorian  values in  
stag ing" (28). B ut b y  th is tim e, the  a ttem p t to  achieve h is to rica l accuracy 
inc luded , n o t o n ly  th e  mise-en-scene, b u t also th e  cu ltu ra l, social, a n d  in tellectual 
cond itions of 16th cen tu ry  Venice a n d  th e  p lace an d  tre a tm en t of Jew s in  V enetian 
society. Irv in g 's  in ten tion , observes B ulm an, w as "to  b rin g  a realistic  aw areness 
of cu ltu ra l d ifference to  th e  p o rtray a l of 'th e  o ther '"  (30). C en te ring  the  d ram a  on 
Shylock 's sto ry  b y  h is  cu ttin g  an d  rea rran g em en t of scenes, Irv in g  tu rn e d  the 
M erchant in to  a tra g e d y  caused  b y  th e  h is to ric  in to lerance  of V enetian  society  for 
Jew s. Shylock 's trag ed y  devo lved  from  h is  society 's inab ility  to  tre a t h im  ju s tly  or 
to  assim ilate  h im . T his v iew  of th e  d ram a  w as to h ave  a p ro fo u n d  in fluence on 
su b seq u en t p roduc tions.
A ll of th is  in te rest in  h is to ric  au th en tic ity  la id  th e  g ro u n d w o rk  for 
R ad fo rd 's  film . P ro d u c tio n  in  a film  m ed iu m , of course, h a s  a n u m b e r of 
ad van tages n o t available to th e  theater. The m o s t obv ious advan tage , an d  one 
en joyed  b y  film -m akers a lm ost from  th e  ou tset, w as th e  capab ility  of f ilm ing  on 
location. Since R ad fo rd  film ed  h is  M erchant la rgely  in  Venice, a city th a t h a s  k ep t 
its R enaissance b u ild in g s  an d  am biance, th e  v e ris im ilitude  a ttem p ted  in  se tting  
m o v ed  from  scene-pa in ting  a n d  stage construction , w h ich  often  req u ired  the 
red u c tio n  of the n u m b e r of scenes, to  th e  ac tua l p lace itself, w h ich  a llow ed  for a 
ra p id  a n d  flu id  m o v em en t to  m ore  locations an d  th u s  to  m ore  scenes. H is  u se  of 
th e  V enetian  se tting  su p p o rts  a m ore  realistic  reconstruc tion  of th e  cu ltu ra l an d  
social cond itions of R enaissance Venice an d  Shylock 's p lace in  them . These 
h is to ric  cond itions are  crucial for R ad fo rd 's  in te rp re ta tio n  of th e  d ram a  since, 
like Irv ing , he  w an ted  to  create a w o rld  of in to lerance  w h ich  co rru p ts  b o th  the
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v ic tim  an d  th e  v ictim izers by  its restric tive  v iew  of h u m an ity . For h im , m oreover, 
to  film  th e  p lay  in  its o w n  p e rio d  suggests its sim ilarity  to o u r ow n  since "peop le  
400 years ago are  like ou rse lves" (R adford, com m en tary  to  scene 15).
R ad fo rd 's  p o in t is th a t "p eo p le  of 400 years ago" also h e ld  anti-Sem itic 
prejud ices. T hat R ad fo rd  sh o u ld  u se  q u o ta tions from  St. P au l a n d  M artin  L u th e r 
in  th e  o p en in g  preface of the  film  serves to  rem in d  u s  of th e  anti-Sem itic context 
th a t w as in  p a r t c rea ted  b y  a n u m b er of C h ris tian  m y ths. These m y th s  are 
p e rh a p s  b es t illu s tra ted  b y  th e  d ia tribes  de livered  b y  L u th e r once h e  w as 
convinced  th e  Jew s w o u ld  n ev er be converted  to  C hris tian ity . In  h is  On the Jews 
and Their Lies (1543), h e  a ttem p ts  to  g ive credence to these  m yths.
I have read and  heard  m any stories about the Jews [...] namely, how  they 
have poisoned wells, m ade assassinations, k idnapped  children [...]. I have 
heard  that one Jew sent another Jew, and  this by m eans of a Christian, a 
po t of blood, together w ith  a barrel of w ine, in w hich w hen  drunk  em pty, 
a dead  Jew  w as found. [...] For their k idnapp ing  of children they have 
often been bu rned  at the stake or banished [...]. I am  w ell aware tha t they 
deny all of this. However, it all coincides w ith  the judgm ent of Christ 
w hich declares tha t they are venom ous, bitter, vindictive, tricky serpents, 
assassins, and  children of the devil, w ho sting and  w ork harm  stealthily 
w henever they cannot do it openly. (277)
L u th e r u se s  the  m y th s  pa rtia lly  to  ju stify  h is exho rta tion  to  p rinces a n d  o ther 
ru le rs  to execute "a  sh arp  m ercy" (268): th a t is, to  b u rn  th e ir synagogues, raze 
th e ir houses, b u rn  th e ir books, fo rb id  th em  to  teach, abo lish  safe-conduct for 
th em  on  roadw ays, p ro h ib it th em  from  p ractic ing  u su ry , take th e ir w ealth , an d  
p u t th em  to m an u a l labor (268-72).3 A lth o u g h  th ere  m ay  n o t h av e  been  m an y  
Jew s in  E ng land  in  th e  la te  16th cen tu ry  because  of th e  E xpu lsion  of 1290, the 
im age of th e  Jew  as a k in d  of R enaissance bo g y m an  w as curren t, as a ttested  to  by  
B arabas in  C h ris to p h er M arlo w e 's  The Jew o f M alta  (1589). T here, in  h is  self­
defin ition  a t 2.3.171-98, B arabas app lies m a n y  of these  m y th s  to  him self.
3 Luther's reference to "the judgment of Christ" is found in  John 8: 44: "You [Jews] are from 
your father the devil, and you choose to do your father's desires. He was a murderer from 
the beginning and does not stand in  the truth, because there is no tru th  in  him. When he 
lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies." Luther 
ignores the context of this statement, applying to all Jews what Christ was applying only to 
those who wanted to kill him.
For a detailed discussion of anti-Semitism in Shakespeare's plays, and especially The 
Merchant of Venice, see Charles Edelman's introduction to the Cambridge edition, Stephen 
Greenblatt's Will in the World, James Shapiro's Shakespeare and the Jews, and Hermann 
Sinsheimer's Shylock: The History of a Character.
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T he anti-Sem itic s itua tion  occasioned  b y  such  C hris tian  m y th s an d  m ore  
recen t h is to ry  suffuse R ad fo rd 's  p o rtray a l of Venice. The o p en in g  of th e  film  
estab lishes th e  them e of an ti-S em itism  th ro u g h  a m o n tag e  of in te rcu t im ages an d  
text. T he m o n tag e  n o t o n ly  exp la ins th e  s tru c tu res  th a t Jew s lived  u n d e r  in  the 
Venice of 1596, b u t also u n d ersco res  the  ten s ion  be tw een  C hris tian s a n d  Jew s 
w h ile  revea ling  A n to n io 's  abusive  in to lerance  of Shylock. A s R ad fo rd 's  op en in g  
preface  in fo rm s us, "B y law  th e  Jew s w ere  forced  to live in  th e  o ld  w alled  
fo u n d ry  or 'G e to ' a rea  of th e  city," an d  " th e  gate  w as locked a n d  g u a rd e d  by  
C hris tian s" (scene 1) to  p rev en t th e ir m o v em en t ab o u t th e  city  after dark . In  h is 
1980 p rod u c tio n , Bill A lexander d is tin g u ish ed  th e  tw o  g ro u p s  clearly: Jew s w ore 
th e  S tar of D av id  a n d  C hris tian s w ore  crucifixes. Sim ilarly, Jew s in  R ad fo rd 's  
film  w ear re d  h a ts  a n d  C hris tian s w ear crucifixes. Since C hris tian s w ere 
fo rb id d en  b y  C anon  L aw  to len d  m o n ey  a t in terest, Jew s w ere  to le ra ted  because 
th ey  w ere  n o t res tric ted  b y  th is b a n  on  m o n ey  lend ing .
In  th e  in itia l im ages of th e  m on tage , a p rie s t is s tan d in g  in  a gondola , 
h o ld in g  u p  a crucifix, an d  p reach in g  to th e  c row d  of on lookers on  th e  b rid g e  
above. R ad fo rd  h a s  h im  quote  the  w o rd s  of St. P au l a n d  M artin  L u ther, as he  
p reaches th a t u su ry  is a sin  th a t m u s t be p u n ish ed . T he scene shifts to an  im age 
of th e  sacred  T alm ud  b e in g  bu rn t, m ak in g  th e  connection  be tw een  th e  p rie s t's  
w o rd s  a n d  th e  persecu tion  of th e  Jew s. Inc ited  b y  h is  serm on, a m ob  of 
C h ris tian s cast a figure, recognizab le  as a Jew  because  of h is  red  hat, in to  the 
canal from  th e  R ialto  B ridge. T he cam era  cuts from  th e  c ro w d  to a c lose-up  on 
A nton io  w ho  is w earin g  a large crucifix  a ro u n d  h is neck. A  b rie f scene n o w  
im ages an  ev en t rep o rted  on ly  ind irec tly  b y  Shylock in  th e  o rig inal text. Shylock 
sees A n ton io  a n d  calls o u t h is  nam e, a lm ost p lead ing ly , ask ing  for recognition  as 
of a friend . A n ton io  re sp o n d s  b y  sp ittin g  on  Shylock 's beard . W ip ing  aw ay  the 
spittle , Shylock does n o t re tu rn  A n to n io 's  offensive gestu re  in  k ind . Instead , a 
c lose-up of h is  face reveals shock a n d  p a in  ra th e r th an  anger. T he scene shifts to  a 
la rge  C hris tian  church, w h ere  A nton io  receives a b lessing  from  th e  sam e p rie s t 
w h o  incited  th e  m ob  to  violence, p ro v id in g  an  iron ic  com m en tary  on  C hris tian  
love a n d  charity . The scene shifts to  positive im ages of th e  synagogue  w here  
Shylock an d  h is  d au g h te r Jessica are  p ray ing , ju x tap o sed  to  a b rie f scene d u rin g  
w h ich  L orenzo, B assanio, an d  th e ir d rin k in g  b u d d ie s  secretly  en te r th e  ghe tto  to 
se t u p  th e ir p lo t to carry  off Jessica. T his co n tinued  con trast in  b ehav io r of the 
C hris tian s a n d  Jew s d u rin g  th e  m on tage , u n d e rlin e d  by  th e  tex t exp la in ing  the 
p lig h t of th e  Jew s a t th is  tim e, estab lishes th e  k in d  of ten s ion  an d  conflict 
be tw een  th e  tw o  th a t w ill re su lt in  a calam itous denouem en t.
To exacerbate  th is con trast, R ad fo rd  reveals th a t th e  V enetians are  as 
hypocritica l an d  co rru p t as th ey  are  in to leran t. M an y  of th e  characters o ften  go 
ab o u t th e ir activ ities w earin g  m ask s w hich, as R ad fo rd  tells u s  in  h is DVD 
com m entary , w ere  w o rn  b y  V enetians so th ey  could  do  in d ecen t th ings
112   Mythlore 109/110, Spring/Summer 2010
Rethinking Shylock's Tragedy: R adford 's Critique of Anti-Semitism
anonym ously . T he recu rrin g  im ages of b a re -b reasted  p ro s titu te s  are  one of 
R ad fo rd 's  w ays of em p h as iz in g  th e  d isso lu te  beh av io r of th e  V enetians w ho  
p re te n d  to  m o ra l su p e rio rity  th ro u g h  th e ir C hris tian ity . P rostitu tes , w ith  the ir 
b a re  b reas ts  a n d  ro u g ed  n ipp les , p re sen t a s trik ing  im age ep ito m iz in g  th e  p lay 's  
m ix in g  of love a n d  m oney , w ith  w om en  b e in g  th e  p u rch ased  item . E very  love 
re la tio n sh ip  in  the  film  is m ad e  to  ap p ea r as m u ch  a financial tran sac tion  as a 
rom an tic  one. W hile  the  w h o res are  im ages of love for sale, B assanio w an ts  to 
cou rt th e  rich  P o rtia  in  o rd e r to  reco u p  h is  w asted  fo rtunes, Jessica jo ins L orenzo  
b rin g in g  h e r  fa th e r 's  jew elry  an d  ducats, an d  B assanio is hom oero tica lly  
aggressive w h en  h e  asks A n ton io  for th e  loan  tha t, ironically , h e  n eed s  for h is 
cou rtsh ip  of a w ea lthy  w om an .
T h ro u g h o u t th e  film , m oreover, B assanio a n d  h is  fr iends are 
con tinuously  sh o w n  to be in tem p era te  an d  co rrup t. T his b ehav io r is particu la rly  
ev id en t in  the  lu x u rio u s feast to  w h ich  B assanio h a s  in v ited  Shylock, a feast th a t 
is on ly  m en tioned , n o t dep ic ted , in  th e  o rig inal tex t of the p lay . L ike G eorge 
G ranv ille  in  1701, R ad fo rd  creates th is e labora te  scene from  w ho le  cloth, b u t 
here , to show  the  d isso lu te  beh av io r of th e  V enetians, B assanio an d  h is  friends 
in d u lg e  in  an  o rg iastic  bach e lo r 's  party , com plete w ith  a b u n d a n t w ine, food, an d  
w illing  w hores. T he cam era focuses on  Shylock as an iso la ted  figu re  a t th e  foot of 
th e  table, observ ing  th e  d isso lu te  C h ris tian s w ith  d istaste . D u rin g  th is scene, 
w h ile  Shylock is ab sen t from  h is  hom e, th e  final p lan  for Jessica 's e lopem en t an d  
th e  e lopem en t itself a re  com pleted . T his scene, as w ell as th e  g enera l b ehav io r of 
these  y o u n g  people , confirm s an  observation  m a d e  b y  W. H . A uden  long  before  
R ad fo rd  film ed  th e  p lay: B assanio, G ratiano, L orenzo, an d  Jessica, "for all th e ir 
b eau ty  a n d  charm , ap p ea r as frivo lous m em b ers of a le isu re  class, w hose  carefree 
life is paras itic  u p o n  th e  labors of o thers, in c lu d in g  u su re rs"  (234).
The Interpretive Tradition
T he film 's Shylock, in  pa rt, fo llow s an  in te rp re tiv e  trad itio n  w ith  a long  
h is to ry . D u rin g  an  in te rv iew  w ith  A l Pacino, w h o  p lay ed  Shylock in  th e  recen tly  
com pleted  film ing  of The M erchant o f Venice, Ivor D avis asked  h im  h o w  he 
v iew ed  th e  character. Pacino answ ered , "I see h im  as m ore  s inned  aga in s t than  
sinn ing" (1). This response, of course, w as n o t the  first tim e Shylock w as so 
described  w ith  th is pow erfu l line from  King Lear (3.2.60). Its earliest re co rd ed  u se  
w as b y  W illiam  H az litt w ho, in  h is Characters o f Shakespeare's Plays (1817), 
p u b lish ed  one of the  firs t conv incing  defenses of Shylock as a sym pathetic  
character. Such a v iew  w as novel in  1817, for in  H az litt 's  descrip tion , the 
s ta n d a rd  theatrica l trad ition , w h ich  p robab ly  g rew  o u t of anti-Sem itic m yths, 
w as to p re sen t Shylock as "a  d ecrep id  [sic] o ld  m an , b e n t w ith  age an d  u g ly  w ith  
m en ta l deform ity , g rin n in g  w ith  dead ly  m alice, w ith  th e  ven o m  of h is  h e a rt 
congealed  in  th e  expression  of h is countenance, sullen, m orose, gloom y,
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inflexible, b ro o d in g  over one  idea, th a t of h is  h a tred , a n d  fixed on  one 
u n a lte rab le  p u rpose , th a t of h is revenge" (323). T hree years before, H az litt h a d  
seen E d m u n d  K ean as Shylock, a n d  because  of th a t g rea t ac to r 's  ren d itio n  of the 
role, H az litt m a d e  "a  careful p e ru sa l of th e  p la y  itself" to  d iscover a Shylock "no  
less s in n ed  aga in s t th an  sinn ing" (320, 324).
In  h is conception  of S h ak esp ea re 's  Jew , K ean ra ised  Shylock above 
fierce avariciousness, to  en d o w  h im  w ith  d ig n ity  a n d  ju s tifica tio n —in  o ther 
w ords, to  m ak e  h im  a trag ic  figure. For th e  first tim e, the stage Jew  becam e 
h u m an ized , an d  for th e  first tim e, an  aud ience  w as able to  accep t an d  apprecia te  
such  a p resen ta tion . K ean  conceived th e  character of Shylock as a persecu ted  
v ictim  w ho, d riv en  b y  a re sen tm en t th a t w as fu lly  justified , becam e an  avenger. 
A n d  yet, a lth o u g h  Shylock w as p re sen ted  m ore  sym pathetica lly , th is d id  n o t 
m ean  h is  actions la te r in  th e  p lay  w ere  abso lved  of th e ir excesses. R adfo rd , too, 
no tes  h o w  a ju s t cause can lead  to  o v erreach ing  excess: "[Shylock] goes beyond , 
h e  steps beyond , one step  b ey o n d  w h e re  h e  sho u ld  go" (H u ttn e r 3). T he roo ts of 
A l P acino 's  Shylock da te  back  a t least to  E d m u n d  K ean, w hose  re inven tion  of the 
role h a s  rem ain ed  a liv ing  trad ition .
By th e  m id d le  of th e  n in e teen th  cen tury , " th e  id ea  of an  im pressive, ha lf 
sym pathe tic  Shylock w as w ell estab lished" (G ross 133). The h ig h  p o in t of th is 
version  cam e w ith  H en ry  Irv ing , th e  last of th e  g rea t n in e teen th  cen tury  
p o rtrayers . H e  conceived of Shylock as a victim , even  in  h is  u n re len tin g  n eed  for 
revenge. In  1884, five years after h is  first p o rtraya l, Irv in g  n o ted  th a t h e  looked  
u p o n  Shylock as " th e  ty p e  of a persecu ted  race; a lm ost th e  on ly  gen tlem an  in  the 
p lay , an d  th e  m o s t ill-u sed" (quo ted  in  H alio  68). A s a s tu d y  of w h a t a m an  
becom es in  an  opp ressive  an d  in to le ran t society, Shylock w as, again  in  Irv in g 's  
w ords, "a  rep resen ta tiv e  of a race w hich  genera tion  after g en e ra tio n  h a s  been  
cruelly  u sed , in su lted , execrated . It is an  h e red ita ry  hate , b u t to  th is as th e  p lay  
p rog resses  are a d d e d  in d iv id u a l w rongs th a t m ak e  h im  inexorab le  an d  fiend ish" 
(quo ted  in  L elyveld  83). Irv in g 's  in te rp re ta tio n  of Shylock, w ith  som e 
m odifications, h as becom e one  of th e  s tan d a rd s  since, a n d  it is sub tly  in tru d e d  
in to  R ad fo rd 's  film.
T he trad itio n  of the  ju s tified  Shylock, w ith  varia tions, con tinued  
th ro u g h o u t th e  tw en tie th  cen tury . L aw rence  O liv ier p lay ed  h im  in  1970 as an 
"assim ila tion ist Jew ," in  a p ro d u c tio n  th a t a ttem p ted  " to  show  the  roo ts of 
m o d e rn  an ti-Sem itism  in  econom ics an d  the  com petition  fo r po w er"  (H alio  73). 
To m ak e  Shylock m o re  sym pathetic , th e  O liv ier p ro d u c tio n  cu t Shylock 's an ti­
C h ris tian  aside, "I h a te  h im  because  h e  is a C hris tian ,"  in  act one. For D av id  
Suchet, in  1981, "Shylock 's Jew ishness is central; he  is n o t an  o u ts id e r w ho  
h a p p e n s  to  be  a Jew; h e  is an  o u ts id e r because h e  is a Jew " (H alio  77). For 
L aw rence  O livier, D av id  Suchet, a n d  Patrick  S tew art, act th ree  ra th e r th a n  the 
tria l scene w as th e  clim ax of th e  d ram a: Jessica 's e lopem en t is crucial because  she
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b e tray s  Shylock a n d  all of h is va lues b y  s tea ling  h is  w ea lth  an d  m arry in g  a 
C hris tian . T his clim ax w as a lread y  an tic ip a ted  b y  H e n ry  Irv in g 's  ad d itio n  of a 
non -S hakespearean  scene to  h is  p roduc tion : there , Shylock re tu rn s  to  an  em p ty  
house , ran sack ed  of h is  w ea lth  an d  h is d au g h te r. R adfo rd , too, p u ts  a h eav y  
em p h as is  on  act th ree. A s h e  sta tes in  an  in terv iew , Shylock is "d e te rm in ed  to 
teach  these  peop le  a lesson  because  th ey  have  sto len  h is  d au g h te r" (H u ttn e r 2).
W hile  th is in te rp re ta tio n  of Shylock co n tinued  th ro u g h o u t the  20th 
cen tury , th e  m o d e rn  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  effects of in to lerance  an d  pre jud ice  
n o ne the less  a llow ed  d irec to rs to re ta in  th e  h a rsh e r  a n d  less a ttrac tive  aspects of 
Shylock 's character, w ith  reference to  h is to ry  n o t m y th . In  a cu rious w ay, th is 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  a llow ed  for a m ore  fa ith fu l rep resen ta tio n  of S hakespeare 's  
Shylock. Social in justice a n d  th e  re su ltin g  cruelty , w e h ave  learned , n o t on ly  
m arg in a lize  v ictim s, b u t can  also d is to rt th e ir personalities, w ith  resen tm en t, 
h a tred , an d  vio lence see th ing  below  the surface. T he trag ic  figure does n o t have  
to  be  sym pathe tic  in  th e  sense of p leasan t o r agreeable. T his u n d e rs ta n d in g  of the 
effects of p re jud ice  w as reflected, w h e th e r in ten tiona lly  or not, in  a n u m b e r of 
p ro duc tions. In  1932, T heodo re  K om isarjevsky 's  Shylock, th e  v ictim  of racial 
injustice, is vengefu l an d  m alicious. Bill A lexander p laced  th e  d ram a  firm ly  in 
th e  Jacobean p e rio d  to  p ro v id e  a clear u n d e rs ta n d in g  of " th e  position  of Jew s in  
Venice an d  C hris tian  h y p o crisy  in  dea lin g  w ith  them " (H alio  78). In  th is 
p rod u c tio n , A n to n y  S her's  Shylock w as "h ig h ly  offensive" (H alio  78). A s so often  
h a p p e n s  in  th e  h is to ry  of p resen ta tion , these  n e w  p ro d u c tio n s  re sp o n d ed  to  the 
social a n d  cu ltu ra l e thos of th e  tim es
W ith  the  dom inance  of th e  v iew  of Shylock as a justified , if n o t a 
sym pathetic , character w h o m  R ad fo rd  sees as "a  m an  of g rea t d ign ity " (H u ttn er 
1), th e  p ro b lem  h a d  b een  h o w  to inco rpo ra te  th is  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of th e  character 
in to  a coheren t d ram atic  struc tu re . T he so lu tion  to  th is p rob lem , th e  one th a t h ad  
b een  d ev e lop ing  for a lm ost 200 years a n d  th e  one a d o p ted  b y  M ichael R adford , 
w as to tran sfo rm  S hakespeare 's  com edy  in to  a tragedy . In  an  in te rv iew  w ith  L isa 
H u ttn e r , R ad fo rd  asserts, "For som e reason  or an o th e r in  th is ligh t com edy 
w h ich  he  is w riting , Shakespeare  creates h is  first g rea t trag ic  figure. T h a t's  w h a t 
Shylock is" (3). To m ak e  th e  re s t of th e  film  ag ree  w ith  th is concep tion  of 
Shylock, R adfo rd , th e  screenw riter, cuts o r red u ces ev ery  o th e r ro le an d  scene in 
th e  p lay , b u t a lm ost n o th in g  of Shylock 's. In  th e  s ta n d a rd  ed itions of The 
M erchant o f Venice, Shylock h a s  few er th a n  400 lines, m ak in g  h im  on ly  th e  th ird  
p rinc ipal. By tr im m in g  th ro u g h o u t, R ad fo rd  h a s  b ro u g h t h im  fo rw ard  as th e  first 
p rinc ipal, n o t to  say  th e  p ro tagon ist. Even, o r especially , th e  com ic scenes have  
b een  red u ced , rem o v in g  alm ost all th e  h u m o r. P acino 's  Shylock is n o t so ftened  or 
h is  revenge condoned , w h ich  is tru e  to th e  orig inal, b u t h e  is g iven  reasonab le  
m o tiva tions w h ich  a llow  u s  to  sy m p ath ize  w ith  h is  p ligh t.
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To keep  a sym pathe tic  Shylock a n d  h is  Jew ishness a t the  cen ter of the 
film , R ad fo rd  e lim inates th ree  passages a t 1.3 an d  2.2 w h ich  in  the  s ta n d a rd  text 
can  suggest Jew ish  stereo types. By th e  tim e Al Pacino as Shylock en te rs  th e  film  
in  1.3, th e  v iru len t an ti-Sem itism  in  Venice h a s  b een  fu lly  exposed . Shylock 's 
Ju d a ism  h as also b een  revealed  a n d  w ill be u n d e rsco red  d u rin g  th is o p en in g  
en trance. A long  w ith  h is  w earin g  th e  req u ired  re d  h a t th a t iden tifies h im  as a 
Jew , h e  m eets w ith  B assanio in  th e  ghetto  a t a kosher m arket. Shylock is b u y in g  
m eat. Before th e  characters speak, th e  cam era p an s  th e  m ark e t a n d  focuses on 
" th e  ritu a l k illing  of a goat"  (Stone 5), a n d  as A lan Stone notes, d u rin g  th is scene, 
P acino 's  stage actions con tinually  call a tten tion  to  h is  n ew ly  p u rch ased  goat 
m eat. Setting  th is scene in  th e  m ark e t w as R ad fo rd 's  idea, an d  as h e  observes, the 
p u rch ased  m ea t in sp ire s  Shylock 's " w h im " —a p o u n d  of A n to n io 's  flesh  to  seal 
th e  contract. A long  w ith  th e  obv ious p u rp o se  of conc lud ing  th e  loan , th is  scene 
suggests tw o  o thers. T he scene calls a tten tion  to  Shylock 's Jew ishness w hich 
m ak es h im  an o u ts id e r a n d  th e  object of abuse. A p p ro p ria te ly  enough , it also 
calls a tten tion  to  flesh, th e  recu rrence  of w hich  is also a p p a re n t in  Shylock 's 
fam ous "I am  a Jew " speech.
T he cu ttings an d  om issions in  1.3 ren d e r Shylock m ore  sym pathetic . 
W h en  w e first see Shylock in  1.3, B assanio is a ttem p tin g  to  a rran g e  the  loan  of 
th ree  th o u san d  ducats, u s in g  A n to n io 's  cred it as surety , o r as Shylock reiterates, 
"A ntonio b o u n d ."  At th is po in t, A n ton io  en ters. In  an  aside, Shylock b itte rly  
observes, "H o w  like a faw n ing  p u b lican  he  looks" (1.3.38), b u t th e  re s t of the 
o rig inal speech  is cut. W hile L aw rence  O liv ier cu t th e  en tire  speech  to p re sen t a 
sym pathe tic  Shylock, here , m o s t of th is  speech is cu t to obscure  Shylock 's lo n g ­
s tan d in g  re sen tm en t of A n ton io  and , by  extension, C hris tian  Venice. Since the 
speech  also em p h asizes th e  o b ta in ing  of m o n ey  b y  u su ry , its cu ttin g  m u tes  the 
m o n ey -g ru b b in g  ste reo type  associated  w ith  Jew s, a p a r t of th e  anti-Sem itic 
m y th .4 A s Shylock says in  th e  s ta n d a rd  text:
H ow  like a faw ning publican he looks.
I hate h im  for he is a Christian,
But m ore for tha t in  low  simplicity 
H e lends ou t m oney gratis and brings dow n 
The rate of usance here w ith  us in  Venice.
4 In his repeated attempts to validate anti-Semitic myths, Luther rants,
They do not work, and they do not earn anything from us, nor do we give or present 
it to them, and yet they are in possession of our money and goods and are our 
masters in our own country and in their exile. A thief is condemned to hang for the 
theft of ten florins, and if he robs anyone on the highway, he forfeits his head. But 
when a Jew steals and robs ten tons of gold through his usury, he is more highly 
esteemed than God himself. (218)
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If I can catch him  once up o n  the hip,
I w ill feed fat the ancient grudge I bear him.
H e hates our sacred nation, and  he rails,
Even there w here m erchants m ost do congregate,
O n me, m y bargains, and  m y w ell-w on thrift,
W hich he calls interest. C ursed be m y tribe 
If I forgive him. (1.3.38-49)
T his speech, w ith  its m u ltip le  reasons for h a tin g  A ntonio , is h a rd ly  in  keep in g  
w ith  a sym pathe tic  a n d  likeable character, h ow ever justified ; in stead , it show s 
Shylock as an  avaricious m alco n ten t w aitin g  to  do  h a rm  to  th is C hris tian  enem y  
w h o  h a tes  h is  "sacred  n a tio n "  a n d  w ho  len d s  m o n ey  in te rest free .5
In  o rd e r fu r th e r to m u te  th e  m o n ey -g ru b b in g  stereo type , R ad fo rd  h as 
excised  tw o  o th e r tex tua l passages from  th e  film . L ater in  th is sam e scene (1.3), 
w h en  Shylock is defen d in g  th e  prac tice  of u su ry , h e  a lludes to th e  Biblical Jacob 's 
sly  dealings w ith  L aban  in  o b ta in ing  th e  sp o tted  cattle. A  case can be  m ad e  for 
Jacob, b u t since b o th  Shylock an d  A nton io  connect th e  a llusion  to  u su ry , it 
reveals one source of ten s ion  b e tw een  th e  tw o  a n d  one th a t m ig h t h e lp  alienate  
th e  aud ience, as it connects Jew s w ith  th e ir su p p o sed  cu n n in g  in  financial 
dealings. A t 2.2, th e  Jacob sto ry  again  com es u p  la te r in  th e  s ta n d a rd  tex t w h en  
th e  clow n, L ancelo t G obbo, asks h is  n ea r-b lin d  fa ther for h is b lessing. This 
allusion , too, is cu t from  th e  film , n o t on ly  because  m ost of the  p la y 's  comic 
m ate ria l h as been  excised, b u t again  because  it w o u ld  reflect u n fav o rab ly  on 
Jew s b y  recalling  Jacob w ho, w ith  h is m o th e r 's  connivance, steals h is  b ro th e r 's  
b lessing. These cu ttings from  1.3 a n d  2.2 allow  Shylock to  keep  h is  d ig n ity  and  
an  appea ran ce  of res igna tion  to  h is social condition .
W h a t is n o t cu t from  th is scene is A n to n io 's  beh av io r to w ard s  Shylock. 
E ven w h ile  ask ing  Shylock for a su bstan tia l loan, A n ton io  m ocks a n d  in su lts  h im , 
m ak in g  no  excuses or apolog ies for h is  fo rm er beh av io r an d  th rea ten in g  to  sp u rn  
an d  sp it on  h im  again . T hus, w h ile  R ad fo rd 's  o p en in g  p ro lo g u e  ind ic ts the 
V enetians as in to le ran t an d  persecu toria l, A n to n io 's  tre a tm en t of Shylock app lies 
th is genera l b ehav io r specifically  an d  personally . By be in g  dep ic ted  as th e  v ictim  
of anti-Sem itism , Shylock can receive th e  k in d  of ju stification  a n d  sy m p a th y  th a t 
h a s  tu rn e d  h im  in to  a trag ic  figure. W h a t rem ain s obscured , how ever, is 
Shylock 's rep ressed  re sen tm en t of th is  tre a tm en t of h im se lf a n d  h is  fellow  Jew s
5 Ironically, Christ in the New Testament approves the self-abasing publican and condemns 
the self-justifying Pharisee (see Luke 18: 9-14). But Shylock sees the publican as an 
obsequious sinner and, by implication, the Pharisee as justified by his strict adherence to 
the law. Although Radford has cut almost all of this speech, his retaining of the opening 
line subtly hints at Shylock's belief in  his own justification and the deep-seated resentments 
that will be further revealed by Jessica's testimony at Belmont.
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a t th e  h a n d s  of C hris tians. R ad fo rd 's  cutting , m oreover, b y  en h anc ing  Shylock 's 
d ig n ity  an d  m u tin g  h is  resen tm en ts, sh ifts the  p lay  from  a d a rk  com edic th ru s t to 
a trag ic  one.
The "Subtext"
A s in  th e  tex t of th e  p lay , th e  film  p ro p e r opens w ith  A n ton io 's  
m elancholy . W hen  G raziano  p ro b es its causes, A n ton io  d o w n p lay s  the 
suggestion  th a t h e  is concerned  over h is  trad e  ven tu res, b u t h e  m akes a  
su rp ris in g ly  v igorous d en ia l w h en  G raziano  suggests th e  cause m a y  be  love. H is 
p ass iona te  resp o n se  re in tro d u ces a them e th a t R ad fo rd  refers to  as " th e  sub tex t" 
(R adford  com m en tary  to scene 2) a n d  one th a t w ill becom e clear b y  th e  en d  of 
th e  scene: the  hom oero tic  connection  be tw een  A nton io  an d  B assanio. The 
hom oero tic  them e h a d  a lread y  b een  sub tly  in tro d u ced  d u rin g  th e  m ontage, 
w h en  A nton io  besto w s a love-sick look on  B assanio a n d  calls o u t h is  nam e  
lo ng ing ly  as th e  la tte r passes in  a  gondo la . T his connection  exp la in s w h y  A ntonio  
conceals th e  roo t of h is  m elancholy : h e  can h a rd ly  ad m it th a t h e  is sad  because 
B assanio is a b a n d o n in g  h im  to cou rt th e  w ea lth y  Portia. N o t o n ly  is h e  lo sing  the 
m an  h e  loves to  a  b eau tifu l y o u n g  w om an , h e  is b e in g  asked  to  finance the 
fru s tra tio n  of h is  o w n  rom an tic  desire. To exp la in  h is  p lan  an d  m ake h is  plea, 
B assanio leads h is  o ld er fr ien d  in to  the  b ed room . In  th e  DVD com m entary , L ynn  
C ollins, w ho  p lays P ortia  in  the  film , characterizes th e  scene as "sexy  [and] 
lu sc ious" an d  n o tes  B assan io 's (Joseph F iennes 's) u se  of h is  cape w h ich  he 
"sensua lly " takes off an d  th ro w s on  the  b ed  (com m en tary  to scene 2). B assanio 
closes th e  scene b y  k issing  A nton io  fu ll on  the lips.
A fter T yrone G u th rie 's  1955 p ro d u c tio n  first d isc losed  "a  hom osexual 
re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  A nton io  an d  B assanio" (Shakespeare, M erchant 57), to 
im ply , an d  even  to  em phasize , such  a  re la tionsh ip  b e tw een  th em  h as  becom e 
som eth ing  of a com m onplace in  m o d e rn  theatrica l p ro d u c tio n s  of The M erchant o f 
Venice (B ulm an 116). C om m en tin g  on  th is fr ien d sh ip  for h is  1970 p roduction , 
Jo n a th an  M iller sta tes th a t " the  re la tionsh ip  be tw een  B assanio a n d  A nton io  m ad e  
m e th in k  of th e  re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  O scar W ilde an d  Bosie w h ere  a sad  o ld  
qu een  reg re ts th e  o p p o rtu n is tic  h e te ro sexua l love of a p erso n  w h o m  h e  ad o red "  
(M iller 107). Bill A lexander in  1984 an d  1987 a n d  P eter H all in  1989 b o th  d irec ted  
p ro d u c tio n s  in  w h ich  th e  re la tionsh ip  be tw een  A nton io  a n d  B assanio w as 
revea led  as p a ten tly  hom oero tic . In  A lex an d er's  p rod u c tio n , hom osexua lity  
serves as "a  m e tap h o r of social a lienation" (B ulm an 126), an d  in  a scene th a t 
an tic ipates R adfo rd , b u t in  reverse, A n ton io  k isses B assanio fu ll on  th e  lips. 
T hese exam ples suggest w h a t w ill cause an  u n d e rc u rre n t of sexual tension  
be tw een  A nton io  a n d  P o rtia  for th e  love of B assanio. W h en  P ortia /B althazar w ins 
h is  freedom  from  Shylock, A n ton io  th en  u ses  th e  rin g  ep isode  as a  tr ia l of 
B assan io 's lo v e — a tria l h e  in itia lly  w ins.
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R ad fo rd 's  u se  of the  hom oero tic  a ttrac tion  be tw een  A nton io  an d  
B assanio serves a n u m b e r of functions. It accounts for A n to n io 's  m elancholy . It 
also d a rk en s  B assan io 's character, as h e  ap p ea rs  to be aggressively  u s in g  h is 
sexual p o w er over h is  friend . Since B assanio n eed s  m o n ey  to finance h is 
cou rtsh ip  of th e  rich  P o rtia  in  o rd e r to  reco u p  h is  fo rtunes, the scene connects 
m o n ey  to  b o th  h e te ro sexua l a n d  hom osexua l love. F inally , it sets the 
g ro u n d w o rk  for la te r m arita l tension . P ortia  suspects th a t she  h as a rival, 
p e rh a p s  an  active one, to  B assan io 's love, an d  th u s  A n ton io  poses a th re a t to  the 
m arriage . R ad fo rd 's  w ork ing  o u t of th is  ten s ion  th ro u g h  th e  rin g  ep isode  n o t 
on ly  allow s h im  to m ak e  the  ep isode  a m ore  coheren t p a r t of th e  plot, b u t it also 
g ives h im  an  o p p o rtu n ity  to  u n d ersco re  th e  re la ted  them es of B elm ont's 
exclusiv ity  an d  th e  d ire  consequences of anti-Sem itism .
The Climactic Speeches
A s in th e  p la y  itself, th e  film  b u ild s  to w ard  tw o  clim axes, th e  one in  
Shylock 's "I am  a Jew " speech a n d  th e  o th er in  P o rtia 's  "q u a lity  of m ercy" 
speech. In  th e  o rg an iza tio n  of b o th  of these  sp eech es—h o w  th e  w o rd s  re la te  to 
th e  scenic co n tex t—R adfo rd  bo th  echoes an d  m odifies th e  conventional 
in te rp re ta tio n s  th a t h av e  b een  g iven  to  them . U n d e r R ad fo rd 's  d irection , Al 
Pacino in te rp re ts  the  "I am  a Jew " speech  as a defense of Shylock 's h u m an ity  and  
a justification  of h is  revenge, an d  L ynn  C ollins does n o t de liver the  "q u a lity  of 
m ercy" speech  as an  a ttem p t to  in fluence  Shylock. A s in  earlie r p ro d u c tio n s  in 
th e  perfo rm ance  h is to ry , R ad fo rd  cen te rs Shylock 's tu rn  to  vengeance  a t 3.1 
w h en  h e  d iscovers th e  theft of h is  w ea lth  a n d  th e  ab an d o n m e n t of h is  dau g h ter. 
H e  m ak es th e  "I am  a Jew " speech, w h ich  follow s h is  d a u g h te r 's  desertion , the 
e ru p tio n  of lo n g -su p p ressed  resen tm en t. W hile  th e  tria l ep isode  w ith  its "q u a lity  
of m ercy" speech  fru stra tes  Shylock 's a ttem p t a t revenge, it also d raw s  o u t 
R ad fo rd 's  "sub tex t,"  h ig h lig h tin g  a n u m b e r of them es th a t w ill be reso lved  in  the 
rin g  plot.
If A n to n io 's  sp ittin g  in  Shylock 's face reveals th e  m alice a n d  con tem pt 
w ith  w h ich  Jew s are  re g a rd e d —a n d  is also a perso n a l in su lt to Shylock as a 
rep resen ta tiv e  Je w —the  e lo p em en t of h is  d a u g h te r  w ith  a C h ris tian  is th e  one 
b lo w  too m any . A s h e  counts h is  n e w  losses, b o th  h is  d au g h te r a n d  h is ducats, 
Shylock 's rage  g row s an d  h is  resen tm en ts  su rface .6 So w h en  A n ton io 's  fo rtunes 
are  reversed  a n d  h e  canno t d ischarge  th e  debt, Shylock 's h u n g e r  for revenge is 
feverish  and , as R ad fo rd  explains, "H e 's  on  a one-m an-m ission  to rig h t the
6 Shylock's rage is further fed by Tubal's report on his daughter's behavior, wasting eighty ducats 
in one spree. Pacino as Shylock makes a brief, but moving, lament when Tubal tells how Jessica 
traded one of his rings for a monkey. Shylock says in pain, "Thou torturest me, Tubal. It was my 
turquoise. I had it of Leah when I was a bachelor. I would not have given it for a wilderness of 
monkeys" (3.1.113-16). This ring, with other rings, will be important props at the end of the film.
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w ro n g s of a th o u san d  years  of h is to ry  b y  h im self. H e 's  d e te rm in ed  to  teach  these 
peop le  a lesson  because  th ey  h av e  sto len  h is  dau g h te r. H e  is fla iling  ou t"  
(H u ttn e r 2). L ike Bill A lexander a n d  Jo n a th an  M iller before  h im , an d  u ltim ate ly  
H e n ry  Irv ing , R ad fo rd  p laces h e a v y  em p h asis  on  3.1 w h ich  h e  prefaces w ith  
Irv in g 's  non -S hakespearean  scene of a vu lnerab le  Shylock re tu rn in g  to  h is 
ran sack ed  house . H ere, Pacino u tte rs  the  n am e  "Jessica" an d  falls in to  a 
pa ro x y sm  of grief.
W h en  A n to n io 's  fr iends th en  try  to  in tercede  a n d  u rg e  Shylock to  show  
m ercy , h e  answ ers w ith  th e  fam ous "I am  a  Jew " speech, in  w h ich  h is  an g er and  
re sen tm e n t b u rs t forth . M any  read e rs  an d  specta to rs h ave  sa id  th e  speech  is a  cry 
aga in s t an ti-Sem itism  th a t reso n a tes  from  S h ak esp eare 's  tim e to ours, a  v iew  
R ad fo rd  su p p o rts  in  h is  com m entary . In  th e  film , Shylock speaks these  w o rd s  in 
th e  stree t as A n to n io 's  fr iends follow  h im . T he cam era p an s  a balcony, w here  
o th er V enetians are  conso rting  w ith  bare -b reasted  p ro s titu tes , a ru n n in g  m o tif in  
th e  film  to sh o w  V enice's d ep rav ity  a n d  co rrup tion . Ju s t p rio r to  the  "I am  a Jew " 
speech, in  an  a d d e d  b it of non -S h ak esp ea rean  d ialogue, one of th e  p ro s titu te s  
calls to Shylock, "Jew . T he Jew! Hey! Take som e p leasu re  w ith  us! Taste m y  
C hris tian  flesh!"(scene 11). T h ro u g h o u t th e  speech, tw o  p ro s titu te s  look on. 
T hese b ack g ro u n d  im ages em p h asize  decad en t carnality . T he co rru p tio n  th a t 
su rro u n d s  h im  s tan d s  in  con trast to  th e  earlie r im ages of Shylock as an  u p rig h t 
an d  tem p era te  m a n  w ho, a lth o u g h  pu ritan ica lly  strict, loves h is  d au g h te r. The 
u n fo ld in g  a n d  conclusion of th e  speech  th u s  suggest a  h u m a n  be in g  w ho  is 
d riv en  to  revenge  by  a  ca lcu lated  sp u rn in g  of h is  va lues an d  sensibility .
T he speech  beg in s w h en  Salarino, one of A n to n io 's  friends, asks w h a t 
possib le  good  can com e of h a v in g  a  p o u n d  of h u m a n  flesh. Shylock answ ers, "To 
ba it fish w ithal. If it w ill feed  n o th in g  else, it w ill feed  m y  revenge" (3.1.50-1). In  
th e  n ex t fo u r lines, h e  spells o u t A n to n io 's  in su lts  a n d  in terfe rence w ith  h is 
u su ry , b u t th en  fo llow  e ig h t lines w hich , as A lan S tone p o in ts  out, p roc la im  " th a t 
Jew  an d  C hris tian  are  alike in  the ir carnal h u m a n  n a tu re , n o t the ir sp iritua lity "  
(2). Shylock th en  re tu rn s  to  th e  lesson  th a t is d riven  b y  h is  rage: C hris tian  
exam ple  justifies h is  revenge. O r as h e  p u ts  it, "T he v illa iny  you  teach  m e, I w ill 
execute, an d  it shall go h a rd  b u t I w ill b e tte r th e  in s tru c tio n "  (3.1.67-9). C o n tra ry  
to  P o rtia 's  set speech  on  m ercy , th e  V enetians h av e  n o t ta u g h t C h ris tian  m ercy , 
b u t as R ad fo rd 's  film  im ag ery  m ak es  ab u n d an tly  clear, th ey  h av e  prac ticed  
lu x u ry  an d  d ep rav ity  and , to the  Jew s, they  h ave  ta u g h t contem pt, cruelty , an d  
v ind ictiveness. T hat Shylock acts in  k in d  sh o u ld  com e as n o  su rp rise .
B ut th en  w h a t are  w e to m ak e  of P o rtia 's  speech  d u rin g  th e  trial? 
M oreover, w h y  does she d ra w  o u t th e  tria l w h en  she k now s she w ill w in  b y  a  
legal trick? O bviously , Shylock is defea ted  before  th e  tr ia l begins. This is so in  the 
o rig inal text. But th e  scene h a s  a lw ays d ep en d ed , finally, on  the  au d ien ce 's  
w illing  su spension  of disbelief. A s W .H . A uden  rem in d s  us, for exam ple, w h y
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d o n 't  Shylock an d  the  D uke k n o w —a n d  w h y  m u s t th ey  be  in s tru c ted  by  
P o rtia /B a lth aza r—th a t a fo re igner w ho  consp ires aga in s t th e  life of a V enetian  
forfeits h is  o w n  life (229)? O n  th e  level of th e  p lo t, of course, R ad fo rd  u ses the 
tria l scene to  fru s tra te  Shylock 's th irs t for revenge. A s the cam era p an s  the 
aud ience, in c lu d in g  th e  Jew s in  a ttendance , its reactions show  b o th  an g er and  
h o rro r. A ccord ing  to  R adfo rd , Shylock, too, w orks th ro u g h  h is  " ro ad  rage" and  
com es to  the  rea liza tion  th a t h e  h a s  gone too far: "H e 's  w ak in g  u p  an d  h e 's  
say ing  [to h im self]: 'O h  m y  G od, w h a t h ave  I d one '"  (H u ttn e r 3; also R ad fo rd  
com m en tary  to  scene 23).
R adfo rd , how ever, h as u se d  th e  tr ia l for an o th e r reason: to  fo rw ard  h is 
"sub tex t."  Since th e  hom oero tic  a ttrac tion  be tw een  A nton io  an d  B assanio has 
b een  in  abeyance, b u t n o t reso lved , it still po ses a d an g er to  P o rtia  a n d  her 
m arriag e . R ad fo rd  h a s  sh ap ed  th e  tria l scene to  le t P o rtia  k now  she m u s t 
d isengage h e r  h u sb a n d  from  a p o ten tia l lover. T he q u a lity  of m ercy  speech  is 
de livered  as "a  m a tte r  of fact" (to u se  R ad fo rd 's  ph rase , com m en tary  to scene 20) 
an d  p layed  largely  to  th e  on-lookers, n o t Shylock. She k n o w s h e  w ill n o t relent, 
b u t the  leng th  of tim e sp en t on  th e  speech  creates fu r th e r tension . T he speech 
itself is b u ilt on  a hypocrisy , as P ortia  w ill show  n o  m ercy  b u t w ill d rive  hom e 
th e  le tter of th e  of th e  law  in its en tire  rigor. T h ink ing  Shylock w ill h ave  h is 
p o u n d  of flesh an d  th u s  A n to n io 's  life, B assanio m ak es a to u ch in g  and  
p ass io n a te  good-bye: h e  m u s t be  p u lled  aw ay  from  h is  fr ien d  by  G raziano . P ortia  
is looking  on. To save A ntonio , B assanio, jo ined  b y  G ratiano, offer all th ey  have, 
in c lu d in g  the ir w ives. P o rtia  sees th e  p o w erfu l a ttrac tion  of B assan io 's friendsh ip  
w ith  A n ton io  a n d  a close u p  of h e r  facial expression  d u rin g  th is scene reveals h e r 
d aw n in g  aw areness of th is th re a t to  h e r  love a n d  m arriage . R ad fo rd  d raw s  ou t 
th e  tension  of the  tria l scene to let Shylock becom e self-aw are of h is  m o n stro u s 
in ten tion , to  ob ligate  A n ton io  to P o rtia  for sav ing  h is  life, b u t also in  la rge  p a r t to 
reveal the  ex ten t of th e  B assan io /A ntonio  fr ien d sh ip  to  Portia.
The Three Rings
T he rin g  p lo t th en  becom es p ivo ta l because  it b rings toge ther all of the 
o u ts ta n d in g  them es. In  the  o rig inal text, th e  B elm ont reconcilia tion  of act five 
resolves the  rin g  bu sin ess  and , w ith  th e  excep tion  of Shylock, g ives everyone 
som eth ing  to  be  h a p p y  about. B assanio a n d  G ratiano  are  reassu red  th a t the ir 
w ives h av e  been  faithful, L orenzo  a n d  Jessica are  g iven  "F ro m  the  rich  Jew  a 
special d eed  of g ift,/ A fter h is  death , of all h e  d ies possessed  of" (5.1.292-93), an d  
A nton io  receives a le tte r te lling  th a t h is  m erch an t sh ips "Are safely  com e to ro ad "  
(5.1.288). W hen  th e  rin g  ep isode  h a s  b een  p lay ed  out, B elm ont h a s  becom e a 
red em p tiv e  a lternative  to  th e  co rru p tio n  of Venice. For the  film , how ever, 
R ad fo rd  com plicates th e  reconcilia tion  b y  reso lv ing  in  it th e  hom oero tic  them e 
and , th ro u g h  the  film 's  im agery , re tu rn in g  to  th e  them e of anti-Sem itism .
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R adfo rd  u ses  th e  r in g  p lo t, in itially , to  em p h asize  an d  th en  reso lve the 
conflict be tw een  B assan io 's d evo tion  to  h is  fr ien d  an d  h is  love for h is  n e w  wife. 
W h en  Portia, as B althazar, asks B assanio for h is  w ed d in g  ring , h e  is u n w illin g  to 
p a r t  w ith  it, since to  do  so, w ou ld , in  P o rtia 's  w o rd s, "p resag e  th e  ru in  of [his] 
love"(3.2.173). A n ton io  th en  u rg e s  h im  to g ive th e  ring: "L et h is  [B althazar's] 
deserv ings an d  m y  love w ith a l/ Be va lu ed  'g a in s t y o u r w ife 's  com m an d m en t"  
(4.1.446-47). R ad fo rd  n o tes  th a t in  th is p lea, A n ton io  h a s  d ra w n  " th e  battle  line" 
be tw een  h im self a n d  P o rtia  (com m en tary  to  scene 25). T his p lea  overcom es 
B assan io 's re luctance  a n d  h e  g ives th e  rin g  to  Portia /B althazar. If th ere  w as any  
d o u b t before, P o rtia  n o w  u n d e rs ta n d s  clearly  w h a t is h a p p e n in g  be tw een  the 
tw o  m en  an d  m u s t act to  an n u l th is possib le  d an g er to h e r  m arriage . W hen  they  
re tu rn  to  B elm ont a n d  o u t of d isgu ise , P o rtia  challenges B assan io 's fide lity  w h en  
h e  ad m its  th a t h e  h a s  g iven  aw ay  h e r  g ift-ring  w h ich  h e  sw ore  n ev e r to  p a rt 
w ith . W hile th e  lovers q u arre l over th e  rings, th e  cam era focuses on  Jessica 's 
agon ized  face, as she re sp o n d s  seriously  to  th e  r in g  b usiness th a t is p ro b in g  the 
question  of fidelity . T he q u arre llin g  is reso lved  w h en  A ntonio , as a t th e  op en in g  
of th e  film , aga in  offers h im self as su re ty  for h is  friend , b u t for B assan io 's 
fidelity , h e  n o w  offers h is soul, n o t h is  flesh. Satisfied, P ortia  h a s  A ntonio , like 
th e  best m a n  a t a  w ed d in g , re tu rn  th e  rin g  to  B assanio.
S tephen  G reenb la tt rem in d s  u s  in  reference to  th e  tex t th a t " th e  w ho le  
las t act p lays w ith  the  sym bolic p o w er of rings" (285). R ad fo rd  red u ces the 
o rig inal rin g  p lo t by  half, b u t w h a t rem ains is carefu lly  crafted  to  u n d ersco re  the 
film 's trag ic  conclusion. In  M iller's  1970 version  a n d  o th er theatrica l p roductions, 
th e  w ho le  ep isode  is o ften  p lay ed  ligh tly  an d  h u m o ro u sly , b u t h e re  th e  h u m o r is 
d a rk en ed  an d  becom es a  m ore  serious tes t of fidelity . In  th e  orig inal, th e  th rea ts 
to  m arita l p ro b ity  are  a  m a tte r of d isgu ise , trickery , an d  a  m istaken , if 
u n d ers tan d ab le , g ift-g iv ing, w ith  n o  suggestion  of rea l infidelity . B ut here , even 
th e  lig h t-h earted  b an te r on  g en d er am b ig u ity  caused  b y  the  w o m en 's  d isgu ises 
h a s  a  b ite  to  it, since A nton io  an d  Jessica m u s t look on  as th e  lovers tease each 
o th er w ith  sexual in n u en d o  th a t tu rn s  on  th e  slyly ob ta in ed  rings. A lth o u g h  it is 
n o t as s trik ing  as th e  kiss B assanio g ives A n ton io  in  th e  o p en in g  scene, w h en  
P ortia  k isses N erissa  fu ll on  th e  lips, th e  hom oero tic  them e is aga in  im plied , b u t 
here , ironically . N erissa  qu ip s th a t she w ill n ev e r m ak e  G raziano  a  cuckold 
u n less  she lives to  be  a  m an , an d  B assanio tells Portia, "Sw eet doctor, you  shall 
be  m y  bedfellow . /  W h en  I am  absent, th en  lie w ith  m y  w ife" (5.1.284-85), w ith  
th e  hom oero tic  w o rd p la y  in ten d ed . A n d  G raziano  e n d s  the  film  d ia logue w ith  
h is  sexual p u n  on  "k eep in g  safe N erissa 's  ring"(5.1.307).
D esp ite  these reconciliations, th e  r in g  ep isode  cu lm inates in  a series of 
separa tions. W h en  B assanio receives P o rtia 's  r in g  th e  second  tim e, h is 
recon firm ed  m arriag e  separa tes  h im  from  A ntonio . T here  can be n o  hom oero tic  
jo in ing  w h en  A n to n io 's  sou l is a t stake to  g u a ran tee  B assan io 's m arita l fidelity .
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A s th e  lovers p a ir  off an d  d e p a rt to  consum m ate  th e ir m arriages, A n ton io  is left 
alone, sep a ra ted  from  th e  h e te ro sexua l com m unity . H e  h a s  recovered  h is  fo rtune, 
b u t th e  hom oero tic  cause of h is  m elancho ly  rem ains. A n ad d ed , silen tly  im aged  
scene in  Venice follow s. Shylock, too, is left alone, excluded  from  the  synagogue, 
th e  doors be in g  sh u t aga in s t h im . A s a C h ris tian  convert, h e  h a s  n o  p lace in  the 
Jew ish  com m un ity  and , very  likely, n o  p lace in  the  C hris tian  com m un ity  itself. 
T hen  R ad fo rd  creates an o th e r w o rd less  scene set in  B elm ont, in  w h ich  Jessica 
com es d o w n  to the  lagoon  in  th e  m orn ing , and , alone, she s tud ies  h e r  m o th e r 's  
ring , w h ich  she h as k ep t an d  n o t g iven  aw ay  for a m onkey . A s in  Jona than  
M illed  s 1970 p roduc tion , Jessica is deep ly  tro u b led  b y  h e r  in fide lity  to  h e r  father, 
h e r  relig ion, an d  h e r  heritage , all im ag ed  in  a r in g  w hose  decora tive  em blem  
seem s to  be a m o d e l of th e  A rk  of th e  C o v en an t.7 R ad fo rd  h a s  p re p a re d  for th is 
scene early  in  th e  film  w hen , ju s t p rio r to  h e r  e lopem en t, th e  cam era focuses on  a 
rem orsefu l Jessica w ho  is w earin g  h e r  fa th e r 's  ring . A ll these  cam era im ages 
clearly  im p ly  th a t B elm ont, reflecting  Venice, is a n a rro w ly  exclusive, in to le ran t 
society, u n ab le  to accom m odate  difference.
B ut R ad fo rd  creates th e  sub tlest, a n d  m o s t b rillian t, effect of th e  film  in 
its v e ry  las t im age. A s th e  cam era tu rn s  from  Jessica a n d  focuses on  th e  beautifu l, 
ea rly  m o rn in g  lagoon, several sh a llow -bo ttom ed  boats com e in to  v iew  w ith  m en  
s tan d in g  in  them , a n d  w ith  bow s, th ey  look like th ey  are  try in g  to  shoo t fish. As 
R ad fo rd  h a s  no ted , the  scene, as so m a n y  im ages in  the film , resem bles a 
R enaissance pa in ting . In  th is case, R ad fo rd  rep ro d u ces  V ittore  C arpaccio 's  
pa in ting , "H u n tin g  on  th e  L agoon" (see p age  127). T he specu la tive  da te  of the 
p a in tin g  is 1595/6; R ad fo rd  set h is film  in  th e  Venice of 1596; an d  S hakespeare 
w ro te  The M erchant o f Venice som etim e a ro u n d  1596. A  look a t th e  p a in tin g  
reveals th a t the archers are  u s in g  clay  pelle ts  to  shoot, n o t fish, b u t corm orants, 
g lossy  b lack  w ater b ird s  th a t p rey  on  fish .8
T he b eau ty  of th e  scene, like th e  p a in te rly  b eau ty  of th e  film , is 
m islead in g  in  o rd e r to  m ake  a p o in t th ro u g h  a com m on S h ak esp earean  them e, 
th a t of ap p ea ran ce  an d  reality . R a ther th a n  en d  th e  film  prettily , th is  final scene 
b rin g s u s  back  to  Shylock, th e  d ra m a 's  trag ic  figure. A  cita tion  from  a com m on 
S h akespearean  source book  w ill m ak e  th is clear.
7 That Shylock's ring should be an image of the Ark of the Covenant is thematically 
appropriate. The Ark, a sacred chest, was the earliest symbol of God's presence among the 
Jews. When told that the Philistines had seized the Ark in  battle, Eli fell to his death, 
indicating the profound reverence w ith which it was regarded in the Hebrew tradition. See 
I Samuel 4:18.
8 Shakespeare employs the image of the cormorant in four of his plays: Love's Labors Lost 
1.1.4; Richard II 2.1.38; Troilus and Cressida 2.2.6; Coriolanus 1.1.120. In each of these passages, 
Shakespeare uses the w ord cormorant in the sense of greedy, devouring, rapacious, 
voracious.
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The nam e that the poet gave the character, "Shylock," w as one to arouse 
the hostility of everyone w ho knew  w hat it m eant, for "Shylock" is an 
alm ost exact transliteration of the H ebrew  "shalach," a w ord  that in the 
King James version of the Bible is rendered as "corm orant," and any bird  
of p rey  w as in  Elizabethan tim es a conventional sym bol of a usurer. 
(Campbell 524; see also Lewalski 41 n.17)
T his sub tle  u se  of C arpaccio 's  p a in tin g  ep itom izes R ad fo rd 's  w ork  th ro u g h o u t 
th e  film . In  th e  p a in ting , th e  archers u se  clay  pelle ts  ra th e r th a n  arro w s in  o rd e r 
to  stu n  th e  fish -h u n tin g  b ird s  an d  n o t d am ag e  th e ir p lum age, th e  th in g  of value. 
T he com plex ity  of the  im age becom es even  m ore  ev id en t w h en  it is reca lled  that, 
from  th e  first cen tu ry  o n w ards, th e  d ra w n  sym bol for a fish, th e  IC H TH U S, w as 
u se d  as a m ean s  for C hris tians to  iden tify  one an o th e r .9 R ad fo rd 's  las t im age, 
then , re in tro d u ces th e  an ti-Sem itism  them e th a t ex tends th ro u g h o u t th e  film : the 
V enetian  C hris tian s see them selves p rey ed  u p o n  b y  Jew ish  u su ry , an d  w ith  their 
pow er, th ey  dam age , b u t n o t kill Jew s, since th ey  h av e  so m eth in g  of va lue  to  be 
p lu ck ed  from  them . T hat th e  m o rn in g  su n  sh o u ld  suggest a n e w  beg in n in g  is 
th u s  ironic, since it ap p ea rs  to be som eth ing  it isn 't. P e rh ap s th is u se  of 
C arpaccio 's  p a in tin g  w as p ro m p te d  b y  Shylock 's an sw er to  S alarino 's  question  
ab o u t th e  w o rth  of a p o u n d  of h u m a n  flesh: "To b a it fish  w ithal."
Conclusion
R ad fo rd 's  film  of The M erchant o f Venice h as  accom plished  tw o  p rin c ip a l 
objectives. It h a s  coheren tly  com bined  a n u m b e r of inc iden ts an d  d eve lopm en ts  
th a t h ave  a p p ea red  in  th e  p lay 's  social a n d  theatrica l h is to ry  an d  h a s  done  so in  a 
w ay  as to  p lace th e  w ho le  in  a u n if ied  re la tio n sh ip  to  a trag ic  Shylock. By 
sh ap in g  th e  action  along  trag ic  lines, R ad fo rd  h a s  been  able to  tran sfo rm  the 
charge of an ti-Sem itism  leveled  aga in s t th e  p lay  in to  a convincing  h is to ric  se tting  
b o th  for a realistic  mise-en-scene an d  social-cu ltu ral context. Shylock, then , could  
be  b o th  justified  an d  v indictive, g iven  th e  en v iro n m en t of in to lerance  in w h ich  
h e  carried  on  h is  business, p rac ticed  h is religion, a n d  cared  for h is  dau g h ter. 
A n to n io 's  m elancho ly  is g iven  a m otive  d e riv in g  from  h is  th w arted  hom oero tic  
long ing , a n d  w hich  becom es th e  source of ten s ion  for th e  m arriag e  of P ortia  an d  
B assanio. A t the  en d  of th e  film , im ages of iso lation  u n d e rm in e  th e  com edic, 
m arita l reconcilia tions b y  rem in d in g  u s  of the ir steep  cost. B elm ont itself, an d  the
9 ICHTHUS is the Greek w ord for fish. The Greek spelling for ICHTHUS is Iota, Chi, Theta, 
Upsilon, and Sigma, which stand for the words, "Jesus Christ, Son of God, Savior" or in 
Greek, Iesous Christos, Theous Uios, Soter In order to avoid unnecessary danger during the 
early years of persecution, a Christian would draw an ICHTHUS on the ground or wall to 
let other Christians know he was a believer.
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h ap p in e ss  of th e  lovers, can  o n ly  exist b y  th e  n a rro w  exclusiveness of a society 
u n ab le  to assim ilate  those  w h o  are d ifferent. R ad fo rd 's  ad o p tio n  an d  
tran sfo rm atio n  in to  film  im ages of e lem en ts in  th e  p lay 's  perfo rm ance  an d  social 
h is to ry , then , h a s  succeeded  at a n u m b e r of levels. N o t on ly  h as h e  u n ite d  the 
p la y 's  a p p a ren tly  d isp a ra te  e lem en ts in to  a coheren t an d  p a tte rn e d  w hole, b u t he  
h a s  also d em o n s tra ted  th a t th e  p la y 's  p rob lem atic  them es of an ti-S em itism  an d  
hom oero tic ism  h av e  h is to rica l an d  con tem porary  relevance.
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